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IT was Sir Winston Churchill who remarked in 1944, when addressing the Royal
College of Physicians, that "the longer you can look back, the further you can
look forward." Probably in no field is this more true than in the biological
sciences. An understanding of their evolution in a historical sense at once provides
a perspective and a background to knowledge which illuminates the path to
further effort.
In the days of early civilization, and even today among primitive peoples,
the conceptions of medicine, magic, and religion are closely connected, and the
separation of one from the other is difficult or impossible. Medicine has not
always been an autonomous institution as it is today in modern society. Among
primitive peoples it is difficult to draw a definite line between medicine and
religion.
If the beliefs of mankind in general concerning the causation of disease are
examined, it is found that the causes may be grouped in three main classes:
(1) Human agency, in which it is believed that disease is directly due to the
action of some human being;
(2) The action of some spiritual or supernatural being;
(3) What we ordinarily call natural causes.
Among civilized people there are indications of the presence of all three kinds
of belief, and this was certainly so in the not very remote past. We now only
think of human agency in cases of poison and injury. The second category still
exists in the "hand of God" of our statutes. In modern medicine, the attitude
towards disease is regulated by the concept in its production by natural causes.
Disease is thus regarded as the result of a change in the environment quite
independent of humani or superhuman agency.
If, on the other hand, the culture of savage people is examined, it is found
that their beliefs concerning the causation of disease fall, by and large, into one
or other of the first two categories. The best known form of medixval magic
was one in which spiritual agents play an important role. The magic of peoples
of rude culture differs widelv fronm this in that disease is ascribed to human
agency even when the real cause would seem to be obvious. In this category
three main classes can be distinguished:-
(1) Those in which some substance is projected into the body of the victim;
(2) Those in which something is abstracted from the body;
23
H(3) rhose in which the sorcerer acts on some part of the body of a person
or on some object which has been connected with the body of a person,
in the belief that thereby he can act on the person as a whole.
In cases of illness caused by the introduction of substances projected into
the body the aim of treatment is to extract the object from the body. In parts
of New Guinea there are men and women who are believed to have the power
of removing objects, usually by sucking some part of the body. After the
performance of this action a stone or other object is shown to the patient, and
this often leads to a cure by suggestion.
To whom the honour of having first invented medicines is unknown. Osiris
and Isis, Bacchus, Apollo, father of the famous physician AEsculapius, and Chiron
the Centaur are among the many mythological personages who have been
accredited with the invention of physic. It is certain that the art of compounding
medicines is extraordinarily ancient. There is a papyrus in the British Museum
containing medical prescriptions which was written about 1200 B.C.; and the
famous Ebers papyrus, which is devoted to medical matters, is reckoned to date
from about the year 1550 B.C. It is interesting to note that in the prescriptions
given in the latter papyrus, as seems to be the case throughout the history of
medicine, the principle that the efficacy of a medicine is in proportion to its
nastiness appears to have been the main idea. Many old medicines contained
ingredients of the most disgusting nature imaginable. A mediaval remedy known
as oil of puppies, made by cutting up two newly-born puppies, and boiling
them with one pound of live earth worms may be cited as an example of the
remedies used in the days when all sorts of excreta were prescribed as medicines.
When Cardinal Richelieu was on his death-bed a female charlatan prescribed
for him a mixture of horse dung in white wine.
At first sight the methods that have been used to treat disease appear to be
numerous and dissimilar but they are simply variations of three basic measures.
First, faith healing; second, hygienic therapy; and third, drug cures. In faith
healing an attempt is made to remove morbid states by means of influences exerted
upon the mind. The early and medikval Christians were practising faith healing
when they exorcised the devils that to them seemed to cause disease, and in so
doing they followed a principle which has been developed among primitive
peoples. The same principle persists today as Christian Science and as psycho-
analysis. Leucotomy is perhaps the modern method of exorcising devils. The
second means of treatment, hygienic therapy, is founded on the recognition
of the fact that the body tends to cure itself and that people recover from
disease. This treatment includes rest, sunlight, bathing, fresh air, and diet. The
third means of treatment, the use of drugs, is a relic of poison lore.
In various stages of civilization, at various times, each of these three methods
of treating disease has had periods of ascendancy. In the lowest grades of
civilization faith healing predominates, while in the highest grades of civilization
hygienic therapy predominates, but is assisted by the use of drugs. Faith healing
is the characteristic medicine of primitive and superstitious people, and until
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At that time hygienic therapy began among the Greeks, and, somewhat later,
drug cures were gradually combined with it. When the Christian religion came
in, the influence of its mysticism slowly forced out these measures and treatment
returned once more to faith healing. For thirteen centuries faith healing main-
tained its ascendancv. A form of drug treatinent persisted, however, and at the
time of the Renaissance its use increased extensively. Religious forms of faith
healing were slowly discarded. The drugs, which were used, were for the most
part useless and some were actually harmful. As knowledge gradually accumu-
lated, hygienic therapy slowly returned and drugs were relegated to a subordinate
position.
Primitive man sees in disease the working of supernatural forces. For him
disease is caused by a demon; or is induced by human enemies through the
power of sorcery; or is caused by the evil influence of a spirit which may be
that of a dead man, or an animal, or even of a plant. It was the business of
the medicine-man to drive away the demon, outwith the sorcery of the enemy,
and placate the dead. To accomplish these ends he distracted the patient's
attention from his sufferings; he inspired him with a confidence in his recovery;
and finally left him with a token to remind him of the efficiency of the cure.
To fix the patient's attention the medicine-man dressed fantastically. Sometimes
he clothed himself in animal skin until he resembled a huge bear standing on
its hind legs. He shouted and danced and waved a rattle. After he had completed
his personal treatment he provided the patient with an amulet to be worn on
his person to ward off the demons. Amulets can be of any material-mineral,
crystal or precious stone.
Faith healing that is practised today among civilized peoples differs only in
form from the faith healing of primitive people. The howling medicine-man
of former times and the quiet Christian Science healer of today use the same
principles, viz., to gain the patient's confidence, and inspire him with faith
in his recovery. It must be frankly recognised that some diseases can be cured
in this manner, and the symptoms of others may be relieved temporarily.
Faith healing has many names. Its opponents call it superstition; its advocates
call it psychic healing, the laying-on of hands, psycho-analysis or Christian
Science.
Faith healing is not to be dismissed lightly. It has its dangers, but it also makes
its cures. The dangers come when it is tried with fanatical persistence for those
diseases which it does not benefit, and which, if not treated positively, result
in disablenment or death. It is in hysteria, which is characterized by bodily
dysfunction due to mental conflict, that faith healing can be dramatic. "Hysteros"
in Greek means uterus, and the Greeks in naming hysteria conceived of the
uterus as the centre of the disease. They thus anticipated Freud's views on sex
repression and its neuroses by twenty-five hundred years. The classical examples
of hysteria are afforded by the female saints who were subject to so-called
demoniacal obsession.
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to fanatical extremes. The belief in faith cures rests upon testimony, and there
is no form of reasoning more fallacious, i.e., the argument post hoc ergo
propter hoc.
One of the most successful charlatans of faith healing was Cagliostro, who
lived in the time of Louis XVI. He used alchemy and mysticism as trappings
for his cures. He sold beds that provided painless childbirth, chairs that cured
rheumatism, and he supplied an elixir of life. The outstanding faith healer of
the niineteeth centurv was Quimby, of Maine, U.S.A. Quimby began faith
healing with the use of hypnotism which was then called animal magnetism.
This had been extensively exploited by Mesmer in the eighteenth century. For
a time it was believed that persons under the influence of hypnotism could be
made to commit crimes, even murder. The story of Trilby, the servant girl
with a croaking voice, and the hypnotist Svengali, who made of her an operatic
prima donna, illustrates this belief. We now know, of course, that persons during
the hypnotic state can do nothing which is contrary to their natural character-
istics. Quimbv taught that there is no evil in the world. Evil exists only in the
mind and illness results from evil thoughts. When the evil thoughts are expelled
from the mind, disease disappears. *
This metaphysical conception of disease led to the founding of Christian
Science by Mrs. Eddy. As a child she was neurotic, and at the age of twenty-two
she married a stone mason who died six months later and before the birth of
her only child. After ten years of widowhood she married an itinerant dentist
who deserted her after eight years, and from him she subsequently obtained a
divorce. She developed delusions of persecution, and felt that malicious animal
magnetism, emanating from her enemies, was producing many ills and had
caused the death of her third husband. She even instigated a suit to enjoin
her enemies from exerting this influence, and to have them punished for doing
so. Malicious animal magnetism is merely another name for witchcraft. It is,
in fact, the exact opposite of faith healing. WVhen Mrs. Eddy assigned hysterical
ailments to malicious animal magnetism, and asked the courts to punish alleged
persecutors she was attempting to revive witchcraft and the punishment of
witches. Along with this black magic she introduced white magic. Her treatment
of disease was based upon the ancient metaphysical conception that as matter
is known only through the senses, it has no existence except in mind. Matter
is merely an illusion. Mind is all and matter nought. Mind is not sick and
matter cannot be. The cure of disease is effected by making the disease appear
to be an illusion.
There is a close connection between drug cures and faith healing. Drug cures
and faith healing have produced similar results because both are evaluated by
the same fallacious test. Sick men touched holy relics and they afterward got
well; therefore they assumed that they were cured by the relics. Similarly, sick
men took drugs and afterward got well; therefore they assumed that they were
cured by the drugs. As a result of this type of reasoning almost every conceivable
substance that could be taken internally has been used in the treatment of disease.
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new, or difficult to obtain, and which can be forced into the human system.
The potato, when first introduced into Europe, was not used as a food, but as
a medicine. Gold dissolved in acid, "potable gold," was once a sovereign remedy
for nearly every ailment. Powdered mummy was a prominent ingredient of
medixval prescriptions. Most of the mumnmy used was adulterated. Unicorn's
horn was another highly valued remedy of medixval times. The horn, supposedly
derived from the mythical unicorn, was in reality nothing but ivory. The cost
of unicorn's horn confined its use to the nobility.
Greek medical practice, as established by Hippocrates five hundred years before
Christ, did not include an extensive use of drugs. At the great University of
Alexandria, however, a more extensive use of drugs was grafted upon Greek
medical learning. After the fall of Corinth, Greek physicians migrated to Rome.
The combined influence of Greek, Alexandrian, and Roman medicine brought
in an extensive use of drugs. Dioscordes, who was a surgeon in the army of
Nero, travelled from country to country with the army. He collected information
concerning the remedies in use in each country and he compiled a list of drugs,
the first extensive materia medica. The substances listed in Dioscordes' book
were worked into a system by Galen, who was born in Pergamon in Asia Minor
in A.D. 131. This system of Galen was the medical religion of the Christian era
up to the seventeenth century. It has left its mark on medicine even to this
day and vegetable preparations are still called galenicals. Galen insisted on having
a theory for every phenomenon. His superficial theories displaced the less showy
and more laborious methods of Hippocrates, which were based upon direct
observations and logical interpretation. Galen developed an elaborate theory of
disease and its treatment based on the prevalent metaphysical conceptions of the
nature of the body.
The mixtures of herbs which were recommended by Galen were largely inert,
but they did not do the patient much harm. Conditions changed when such
poisonous drugs as mercury and antimony were introduced. The use of these
powerful drugs was due largely to Paracelsus, one of the most striking figures
in the history of medicine. He not only founded a system of therapy, but
dabbled extensively in mysticism. He was born in 1493 in Switzerland. It was
the century of the great reformers-Luther in religion, Vesalius in anatomy,
Pare in surgery, and Paracelsus in therapy. At the age of 32 he was appointed
Professor of Medicine at Basle. His first official act was to burn the works of
Galen. This was a most courageous act, and he was reviled by medical men of
the times. The medical teachings of Paracelsus are overlaid by a nonsensical mass
of astrology, mysticism, and alchemy. He held the doctrine of so-called
"signatures." This theory is founded on the astrological conception that the stars
impress the "signature" of disease upon drugs, and that the medicinal value of
plants and minerals is indicated by their external form. Thus the root of the
orchid, because it is shaped like a testicle, should be used in curing diseases of
that organ; and mandrake whose roots resemble the human form is used as a
cure for sterility; and since the black spot in the flower euphrasia-eyebright-
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which vaguely resembles the brain, is used for diseases of the brain. Allied to
this doctrine is the belief that the lungs of foxes are good for bronchial trouble,
or that the heart of a lion will endow one with courage.
Paracelsus was the first to contest the authority of Galen. He ridiculed the
absurd mixture of herbs that Galen advocated. He had a profound interest in
chemistry-then called alchemy-and he maintained that the preparation of new
and better drugs was the chief business of chemistry. He introduced the use
of mercury, and not only supplied a cure of syphilis but he was the first physician
to describe the stages of the disease and its transmission to children. Patients
with syphilis were dosed with mercury internally and rubbed with it externally
until the saliva flowed from their mouths, their teeth were loosened, and their
health permanently impaired by mercury poisoning.
The evolution of medicine from the primitive beliefs of our ancestors has
followed tortuous paths. The history of medicine is at once the history of human
wisdom and the history of human folly. Primitive people attributed disease to
the malignant operation of evil spirits and other supernatural causes. Disease
is now regarded as a natural phenomenon which is subject to natural laws, and
to be treated as any other department of nature.
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